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A  CADILLAC  CHURCH   IN  A   VOLKSWAGEN  AGE 

"Behold,   heaven  and  the  highest  heaven 
cannot  contain  thee;   houo  much  lehb  tkth 
houAe  uihsLch  I  have  butltl" 

II  Chxon.   6:18 


Flying  back  across  the  Pacific  ten  days  ago  on  a 
747  jumbo  jet,  I  decided  to  try  to  get  some  sleep  in 
the  dead  of  the  night  by  lying  down  on  the  floor 
across  the  width  of  six  seats.   As  I  closed  my  eyes 
and  settled  into  the  most  comfortable  position  I  could 
find,  my  thoughts  began  to  range  themselves  around  the 
Riverside  Church, 

Vacation  or  no,  this  church  is  my  life.   Love  is 
not  put  off  by  distance.   Suddenly  it  hit  me.   Sure! 
Why  not?   Of  course!!   To  many  people  at  times,  and 
to  myself  on  occasion,  Riverside  appears  to  be  &_ 
Cadillac  church  in  a_  Volkswagen  age. 

I  want  to  talk  to  you  today,  early  in  the  new 
season,  about  our  life  together  as  members  of  this 
church.   Outsiders  are  welcome  to  listen  in,  but  my 
aim  is  to  talk  to  Riversiders  heart-to  heart  about  who 
we  are  and  what  we're  all  about. 


Stay  for  a  time  with  the  model  that  I  have  pro- 
posed even  though  it  may  offend  you  —  a  Cadillac 
church  in  a  Volkswagen  age.   In  the  general  public 
there  are  many  who  feel  that  way  about  us.   More 
important  is  the  fact  that  many  of  our  members  suffer 
flashes  of  guilt  or  embarrassment  over  the  magnifi- 
cence of  this  plant! 

The  term  Cadillac  stands  for  excellence.   Even  on 
a  can  of  dog  food  it  inspires  thoughts  of  quality. 
Riverside,  by  virtue  of  its  surpassingly  striking 
edifice,  well  equipped  and  carefully  maintained,  stands 
out  as  a  Cadillac  among  churches.   Our  plant  is  conser- 


vatively  valued  at  86  million  dollars.   It  could  not  be 
replaced  for  that  amount  of  money.   Fashioned  after  the 
Cathedral  of  Chartres  in  France,  this  church,  all  20 
stories  plus  of  it,  rises  in  majesty  and  grace  on  the 
skyline  of  Manhattan's  upper  west  side.   Its  stained 
glass,  its  sculpturing,  its  Skinner  organ,  its  theatre, 
its  radio  station,  its  carillon  are  studies  in  them- 
selves . 

For  good  reason  sight-seeing  buses  continue  to 
stop  regularly  at  our  doors.   Visitors  from  far  and 
near  continue  to  stand  in  awe  of  this  spacious  edifice. 
Nothing  was  spared  originally  to  make  this  church  a 
fit  place  for  the  worship  and  service  of  Almighty  God. 


But  equally  true  is  the  generalization  that  we  live 
in  a  Volkswagen  age.   Large  cars  are  out,  small  cars 
are  in.   Pressured  by  a  lack  of  space  and  threatened  by 
a  fuel  shortage,  the  car  buying  public  is  now  swinging 
over  to  cars  that  use  less  gas  and  take  up  less  room. 

I  recall  on  a  visit  to  San  Paulo,  Brazil  a  few 
years  ago  being  impressed  by  the  fact  that  all  the 
taxis  in  that  city  are  Volkswagens.  Why  not?   The 
seat  to  the  right  of  the  driver  is  removed.   90%  of 
those  in  need  of  a  cab  can  be  conveniently  and  com- 
fortably transported  in  a  Volkswagen. 

But  automobiles  aside,  the  Volkswagen  spirit  is 
the  spirit  of  the  age.   We  live  in  an  era  that  prefers 
informality  to  formality,  the  sweat  shirt  to  the  tuxe- 
do, mobility  to  fixedness,  compactness  to  size,  mod- 
esty to  pretension,  immanence  to  transcendance,  pop 
art  to  the  masterpiece,  "Jesus  Christ  Superstar"  to 
Handel's  "Messiah,"  slang  to  polished  prose,  casual- 
ness  to  propriety. 

Like  a  man  caught  with  only  a  $20  bill  on  a  No.  5 
bus,  it  would  appear  that  as  a  church  Riverside  is 
wealthy  but  disfunctional.   If  such  be  our  plight,  it 
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is  but  a  magnified  version  of  the  experience  of  thou- 
sands of  inner  city  churches  that  dot  the  landscape 
north,  south  east  and  west.   A  Cadillace  church  in  a 
Volkswagen  age. 


I  have  three  statements  to  make  in  response  to 
this  description  of  our  situation.   Statement  number 
one:   What  an  age  seeks  and  what  it  needs  are  not 
always  identical.   There  are  times  when  a  religious 
institution  must  champion  values  that  are  in  dispute 
or  decline.   The  pursuit  of  excellence  is  not  a  high- 
priority  pursuit  in  our  society.   Shoddy  workmanship 
and  shoddy  manners  are  everywhere  in  evidence.   The 
pass/fail  option  so  popular  with  many  students  today 
was  designed  to  avoid  measuring  up  to  standards.  The 
"anything  goes"  mentality  dominates  the  world  we  know. 

It  may  be  the  function  of  the  Riverside  Church  to 
witness  by  its  edifice,  by  its  style,  yes,  and  by  its 
"class"  to  a  yet  more  excellent  way!   When  the  common 
taste  has  been  vulgarized,  not  to  say  bastardized,  it 
may  very  well  be  the  function  of  this  and  other  church- 
es to  assume  the  role  that  monasteries  filled  in  the 
Dark  Ages  and  conserve  a  lost  nobility  of  life. 

Look  closely  sometime  at  our  stonework  and  wood 
carvings  —  all  hand  done.   Listen,  really  listen, 
some  morning  to  the  music  and  you  will  discover  that 
their  workmanship  and  beauty  carry  an  implicit  judge- 
ment on  our  cheap  and  tawdry  ways. 

A  similar  word  can  be  spoken  about  man's  present 
indifference  to  the  transcendent.   If  I  understand  the 
mood  of  the  day,  we  would  much  prefer  to  have  God  as 
our  "pal"  than  our  "Lord."   There  is  a  marked  drift  in 
the  direction  of  chumminess  with  God  in  prayer.   On 
occasion  when  I  visit  different  churches  I  am  impressed 
by  attempts  being  made  by  ministers  and  others  to  ca- 
sualize the  sacraments.   To  virtually  "ad  lib"  the 
words  that  attend  the  baptism  of  a  child  or  the  serving 
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of  the  bread  and  cup. 

It  would  appear  that  God  in  our  time  is  more  a 
feeling  to  be  enjoyed  than  a  presence  to  be  feared.   Again, 
it  may  be  our  function  to  provide  a  counter-witness  on 
this  point,  and  say  something  true  and  right  about  the 
transcendence  of  God. 

In  the  Scripture  of  the  day  we  heard  again  about 
Solomon's  temple.   Some  153,000  people  were  pressed 
into  service  to  rear  the  magnificent  building  that 
was  under  construction  for  7  years.   100,000  talents 
of  gold,  1,000,000  talents  of  silver  were  invested. 
Solomon  did  not  feel  that  with  his  finished  temple  he 
could  contain  or  capture  God.   "Behold,"  he  said  in 
his  dedication  prayer,  "heaven  and  the  highest  heaven 
cannot  contain  thee;  how  much  less  this  house  which  I 
have  built." 

A  mighty  temple  does  not  purport  to  contain  God. 
It  conveys  a  sense  of  His  majesty  and  power.   When 
Solomon's  temple  was  dedicated  Levitical  singers  by 
the  hundreds  were  present,  arrayed  in  fine  linen  and 
armed  with  cymbals,  harps  and  lyers.   Also  on  hand 
were  120  priests  who  knew  how  to  play  the  trumpet. 
Why,  on  Easter  Sunday  at  Riverside  we  get  excited 
about  four  trumpets!   Can  you  imagine  what  120  trum- 
pets, sounding  at  the  one  time,  could  speak  to  the 
hearts  of  people  about  the  magnificence  of  God?   The 
chronicler  reports  "that  it  was  the  duty  of  the  trum- 
peters and  singers  to  make  themselves  heard  in  unison 
in  thanksgiving  to  the  Lord,  and  when  the  song  was 
raised,  with  trumpets,  cymbals  and  other  musical  in- 
struments, "For  He  is  good  and  His  steadfast  love  en- 
dures forever,"  the  house,  the  house  of  the  Lord,  was 
filled  with  a  cloud,  so  that  the  priest  could  not 
stand  to  minister  because  of  the  cloud,  for  the  glory 
of  the  Lord  filled  the  house  of  God."   (II  Chron. 
5:13,14) 

The  need  is  great  in  our  time  for  occasions  and 
situations  in  which  men  and  women  can  have  their  sense 
of  the  glory  of  God  and  the  magnificence  of  life 
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thickened.   Solomon  knew  that  his  house  was  not  big 
enough  for  God.   "The  heaven  of  heavens  cannot  con- 
tain Thee;  how  much  less  this  house  that  I  have  built." 
But  he  also  knew  that  when  his  people  gathered  in  that 
place,  the  level  of  all  life  -  political,  social,  eco- 
nomic and  personal  -  would  be  raised.   And  that  was  the 
idea! 

That  temple  was  destroyed  and  another  subsequent- 
ly built,  to  which  Jesus  Himself  repaired.   Late  in 
His  ministry  our  Lord  chastened  that  temple,  not  be- 
cause it  was  there  but  because  its  worship  had  been 
perverted! 


A  Cadillac  Church  in  a  Volkswagen  age.   Statement 
number  two:   The  test  of  any  building  is  the  use  to 
which  it  is  put.  One  of  the  saddest  sights  in  the 
world  to  me  is  that  of  an  inner  city  church,  regally 
constructed,  from  which  the  glory  has  departed.   It 
stands  there  locked  up  tight  behind  an  iron  fence 
save  for  a  Sunday  morning  service.   Well  might  a  com- 
munity resent  such  a  drain  on  its  tax  rolls  and  such 
a  waste  of  its  land.   The  test  of  a  church  is  not  the 
ground  it  occupys  but  the  use  it  makes  of  the  ground 
it  occupies. 

The  Riverside  story  is  one  that  each  of  us  can 
only  know  in  part.   We  gather  pieces  of  that  story 
that  fall  within  the  reach  of  our  experience.   A  teach- 
er of  homiletics  in  a  Jewish  Theological  Seminary  was 
fond  of  telling  his  students:   "Never  underestimate 
your  congregation's  intelligence,  but  never  overesti- 
mate your  congregation's  information."  I  do  not 
underestimate  your  intelligence  today  but  I  should 
like  to  add  to  your  factual  knowledge  of  the  church. 

It  is  reliably  and  conservatively  estimated  that 
12,000  people  pass  through  the  doors  of  this  church 
every  week.   Exclusive  of  the  Nave,  space  is  used  in 
this  building  at  about  95%  of  capacity. 
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"Every  time  I  come  to  Riverside  I  get  the  feeling 
that  nobody  is  home."   So  spoke  one  of  our  members  fol- 
lowing an  evening  mid-week  visit  to  the  church.   On 
the  very  night  in  question  the  choir  was  rehearsing 
upstairs,  a  play  was  going  on  in  the  theatre,  basket- 
ball was  being  played  in  the  gymnasium,   English  was 
being  taught  to  foreign  students  and  a  whole  raft  of 
committee  meetings  were  taking  place.   The  walls  of 
this  church  are  so  thick  and  the  halls  so  quiet  that 
unless  you  know  where  the  action  is  you  might  not  know 
it's  there! 

There  are  twelve  community  groups  that  meet  either 
weekly  or  monthly  in  the  Riverside  Church.   From  Octo- 
ber '72  to  June  '73  some  14,000  people  in  these  com- 
munity groups  utilized  our  facilities.   This  church  is 
used  for  graduation  exercises  for  various  Public 
Schools,  Union  Theological  Seminary,  and  Teachers' 
College.   It  has  been  for  many  years  the  rain  site 
for  graduation  exercises  at  Columbia  University. 

210  cars  park  every  day  in  the  garage  of  the 
Riverside  Church  so  that  people  up  and  down  this  hill 
with  a  service  to  perform  can  be  accommodated.   1,500 
to  2,000  meals  are  dished  out  every  week  in  the 
Riverside  cafeteria. 

There  is  a  sign  presently  hanging  on  the  right 
hand  wall  of  the  library  of  the  Riverside  Church  that 
reads  like  this:   "Religious  books  are  also  about 
love,  sex,  politics,  war,  peace,  ecology,  theology, 
philosophy,  drugs,  race,  dissent,  ethics,  technology, 
hippies,  morality,  revolution,  rock,  God,  beauty, 
psychology,  dogma,  the  underground,  the  establishment, 
death  and  .  .  .  life."-*-  And  so  they  are! 

Religious  books  touch  all  of  life  and  so  does  a 
religious  institution.   Riverside  is  many  things  to 
many  people.   I  met  a  Jewish  widow  in  Melbourne  last 
month  who  said  to  me,  "I  know  your  church.   My  daughter 
studied  at  Julliard  and  I  always  waited  for  her  in  the 
lounge  in  the  Cloister  area."   For  this  delightful 
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woman  Riverside  was  a  clean,  well  lighted  place. 

For  others  it  is  a  place  where  the  Bible  is  stud- 
ied or  prayer  is  made.   For  still  others  it  is  a  church 
school  where  early  impressions  of  God  are  formed.  For 
some  it  is  a  place  to  hear  music  or  view  art,  a  place 
to  see  a  film,  witness  a  play  or  enjoy  the  dance.  For 
some  Riverside  means  a  place  to  learn  to  paint,  or 
sew  or  cook,  a  place  to  learn  the  English  language, 
a  place  to  learn  how  to  execute  the  fast  break  on  a 
basketball  court. 

The  connections  that  one  enjoys  on  becoming  a 
part  of  this  institution  defy  summation.   Far  from 
being  a  self-contained  entity  this  church  has  direct 
and  meaningful  ties  with  housing  in  East  Harlem, 
Harlem  credit  unions,  a  major  drug  program,  prison  re- 
habilitation, the  needs  of  the  elderly  on  the  upper 
west  side,  the  struggle  of  the  migrant  farm  worker, 
and  a  host  of  others. 

Through  our  denominational  connections  with  the 
United  Church  of  Christ  and  American  Baptist  Churches 
we  are  linked  to  virtually  all  the  needy  places  of  the 
earth,  attempting,  with  others  to  minister  medicine, 
education,  food  and  faith.   And  these  are  only  our 
formal  connections .   The  informal  are  far  more  nummer- 
ous  —  the  ways  in  which  the  various  members  of  this 
church  take  the  message  of  the  living  Christ  into  a 
thousand  different  situations  every  day  by  virtue  of 
their  life  and  work. 

The  building  that  houses  this  dynamic  base  is 
covered  by  a  generous  endowment.   There  is  less  talk 
in  this  church  about  heat  and  light  and  plumbing  than 
there  is  in  any  other  church  I  know.   The  endowment  at 
present  is  adequate.   It  may  develop  some  day  that 
building  upkeep  costs  will  outrun  our  endowment.   If 
so,  the  costs  would  be  so  staggering  that  no  living 
congregation  could  conceivably  bear  them.   We  would 
have  no  choice  but  to  turn  in  good  faith  to  our  bene- 
facting  family  for  an  enlargement  of  endowment  prin- 
ciple.  Meanwhile,  all  that  is  here  is  here  to  be 
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enjoyed  and  used  in  the  worship  and  service  of  God. 

>v   &   & 

A  Cadillac  Church  in  a  Volkswagen  age.  Statement 
number  three:   The  tone  of  a.  church  is  set  not  by  its 
building  but  its  people.  To  be  technically  correct, 
this  edifice  is  not  really  the  house  of  God.   I_t  is_ 
the  house  of  the  people  of  God.   The  difference  is 
significant.   This  building  is  not  the  church:   It  is 
a  place  where  church  can  happen!   whether  church  hap- 
pens here  or  not  depends  on  us  and  God.   And  this  be- 
cause the  church  in  essence  is  people,  people  who 
have  been  captured  by  the  love  of  God  as  they  have 
come  to  know  it  in  His  son  Jesus  Christ. 

It  is  time  to  understand  that  in  recent  years 
Riverside  has  become  a  dominantly  middle-class  church. 
We  should  note  this  truth  without  apology,  and  welcome 
it  as  a  demographical  fact  of  life.   The  United  States 
has  become  increasingly  middle-class  (which  may  in  the 
long  run  preserve  us  against  revolution) .   Our  city  has 
become  increasingly  middle-class.   And  so,  with  regard 
to  Riverside,  it  would  appear  that  "not  many  wise  men 
after  the  flesh,  not  many  mighty,  not  many  noble  are 
called."   (I  Cor.  1:26)   The  poor  are  encouraged  to 
join  with  us  and  the  rich  will  always  be  welcome.   But 
Riverside  is  destined  in  the  foreseeable  future  to  be 
a  plain  man's  church. 

When  James  Foreman  was  discussing  with  me  in  a 
public  session  the  capability  of  this  church  to  do 
marvelous  things  financially  I  had  to  remind  him  that 
just  because  a  cat  has  kittens  in  the  oven  you  don't 
call  them  biscuit!   Everyone  housed  in  a  Cadillac 
church  is  not  well  off! 

Let's  be  realistic:   Riverside  Church  right  now 
is  _a  company  of  ordinary  people  trying  with  ordinary 
gifts  to  do  some  extraordinary  things  for  God! !  That ' s 
who  we  are!   Our  way  of  life  together  is  open.   Your 
color  doesn't  matter  to  us  or  the  size  of  your  income. 


Our  elections  are  open.   Our  books  are  open  —  as  open 
as  those  of  any  church  anywhere.   We  even  have  a  Sug- 
gestion Box  in  the  Cloister  area  where  those  who  feel 
under-heard  may  be  heard  again.   Our  Councils  are  un- 
failingly responsive  to  judgements  and  criticisms  that 
reach  them  from  the  membership. 

Impressions  gained  from  the  building  alone  can  be 
wrong  and  dangerously  misleading.   The  genius  of  this 
church  has  never  been  its  stone  or  wood  or  glass.   The 
genius  of  this  place  is  its  people.   When  I  think  of 
Riverside,  I  don't  think  of  the  Carillon,  or  the  win- 
dows, or  the  art  work,  or  the  elevators.   I  think  of 
faces  —  the  faces  of  my  friends  in  Christ. 


A  Cadillac  Church  in  a  Volkswagen  age. 
What  an  age  seeks  and  what  it  needs  are 

not  always  identical. 
The  test  of  any  building  is  the  use  to 

which  it  is  put. 
The  tone  of  a  church  is  set  not  by  its 

building  but  its  people. 

Size  is  neutral.   It  is  neither  an  onus  nor  a 
virtue.   It's  what  we  do  with  size  that  counts.   Let's 
resolve  to  enjoy  the  Riverside  Church  ourselves  with  a 
thankful  spirit.   Let's  resolve  to  keep  on  sharing 
it  freely  and  generously  with  any  who  would  join  us. 
For  the  sake  of  a  troubled  city,  a  troubled  nation, 
a  troubled  world  —  and  to  the  glory  of  Almighty  God! 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 


We  thank  Thee  God  fan  the  unity  oft  files  h  and  spinit; 
that  oun  bodies   can  be  used  in  Thy  Advice, 
that  building*  can  fiunthen  Thy  wonk  in  oun. 
-i>ick  and  hannied  wonld. 


Make,  us  gnaXe&ul  fan  this  place, 

and  gnant  that  what  Me  hene  receive, 
whether  ofi  inspiration  on  instruction, 
we  may  give  back  -  in  Thy  name  -  to  a  wonld 
that  needs  so  much  to  know  that  Tou  ant  love. 


Thnough  Jesus  Chn+st  oun  Lond. 

Amen, 


FOOTNOTE 


A  Poster  by  Religious  Book  Publishing  Division  of 
The  Association  of  American  Publishers,  New  York, 
New  York. 
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A  subscription  to  the  annual    sermon  series, 
SERMONS  FROM  RIVERSIDE,  approximately  40  in 
number,  may  be  made  by  sending  a  check  for 
$6.50  payable  to  The  Riverside  Church,   to: 

The  Publications  Office 
The  Riverside  Church 
490  Riverside  Drive 
New  York,   N.   Y.     10027 
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